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Rehabilitating the athlete 
not just the injury: 
Psychological aspects of 
running injury rehabilitation 




I am not a 
psychologist 
Knowles (2016) 
What can they do vs what 
can’t they do 
Knowles (2016) 
The problematic injury landscape  
• High injury rate in runners 19.4-92.4% (van Gent et al. 2007) 2 out 
of every 3 athletes (Jacobsson et al. 2013)  
• High re-injury rates from common injuries e.g. HSI 12-48% 
(Liu et al. 2012), ACLR 23% (Paterno et al. 2010) Achilles tendinopathy  
27% (Gajhede-Knudsen et al. 2013) 
• Return to sport rates from injury is poor in both short and 
long term 45-83% (Ardern et al. 2012; Fältstrom et al. 2015; Lai et al. 2017) 
• Return to pre injury performance rates are poor 40-65% 
(Ardern et al. 2012; Shah et al. 2010; Waldén et al. 2016)  
• Psychosocial as much as physical factors are associated with 
injury outcomes across a number of common injuries e.g. 
motivation, satisfied with function, kinesiophobia, 
SE, level of education, SS (Chester et al. 2016; Fältstrom et al. 2015; 
Forsdyke et al. 2016; Mallow et al. 2016; Sonesson et al. 2015).  
What we can expect to see when 
working with injured athletes?  
Social support  
 
Are you a buffer or 
an amplifier?  
 “…in the end I got a little bit embarrassed 
about how much I was getting injured and 
things like that so you’d maybe just not really 
wanna speak about it an awful lot…I was 
becoming a bit of a stuck record…the 
communication wasn’t great between the 
manager and physio em so sometimes I don’t 
even think either of them knew…I don’t cry 
easy and things like that but just the anger 
sometimes that I would feel, like how 
frustrated I feel…I just couldn’t see any 
positive situation coming out of it and didn’t 
have the motivation to do it” 
Excerpt from interview with an international athlete 
recently retired through training error injury    
Even upon return to 
sport athletes can 
feel isolated 
 (Forsdyke et al. 2016; Tracey, 2002)  
Athletes should be physically, 
psychosocially, technically, 
and tactically ready to return to 
competition  
(Forsdyke, Smith, Jones & Gledhill, 2016) 
Key elements in making decisions 
over psychological readiness to RTS  
(Forsdyke, Gledhill & Ardern, 2016) 
Characteristics of an athlete who is psychologically 
ready to RTS are multifaceted 
and include, among others: realistic 
expectations, high levels of self-efficacy 
and low levels of anxiety (performance and re-injury) 
 
#1 Use tools to monitor injured athletes 
#2 Use your working knowledge of the athlete  
#3 The need for athlete-centred interdisciplinary 
shared decision-making  
Prone to socially desirable answers? 
Decisions about the athlete should 
athlete centred and involve all 
stakeholders  
(see Ardern et al. 2016, Dijkstra et al. 2016) 
Dijkstra et al. 2016  
Empower your athlete! 
Only an empowered athlete can 
positively contribute to shared 
decision making about their injury  
 
Practical examples: 13 year old 
female athlete with MCL injury/ 12 year 
old with stress fracture 5th metatarsal   
 
Sports injury should 
provide a learning 
experience for the 
athlete AND practitioner  
The power of the plenary 
 
What have we 
learnt about your 
injury today? 
A rallying cry 
YOU are ideally situated to 
recognise, address, and if 
necessary refer on physical 
AND psychosocial factors  
(see Brewer, 2010; Forsdyke et al. 2016; Heaney 
et al. 2015)    
Any 
questions ? 
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